During the past 2 decades, there has been a greater awareness of the mental health needs of the general population, including children and adolescents. In previous decades, there was a question if children were too young to experience the mental health problems exhibited in adults; often symptoms remained undiagnosed, ignored, or attributed to the variable behavior or moods seen during childhood or adolescence. However, we are now acutely aware that numerous students in our schools are experiencing many of the disorders seen in adults. There are also concerns about the effects of stressors in the family, school, community, and society on the mental health of children. Factors such as abuse, bullying, harassment, obesity, chronic illness, divorce, poverty, grades, and media images may contribute to psychiatric disorders. The high rates of depression, suicide, eating disorders, and violence are a few of the manifestations of despair, distorted body image, and rage among today's youth. In addition, many of today's children are overscheduled, and parents are experiencing role overload attempting to meet the needs of a job and family. Over time, these stresses take a toll on both the child and the family.
School nurses report that they are seeing more students with mental health concerns in their health offices, problems that are long-term in nature and require specialized assessment and treatment that school nurses may not be educated to perform. Although school nurses are comfortable with the dayto-day physical concerns seen in the health office, as a group they feel less comfortable and competent in identifying and dealing with the myriad of mental health concerns and their potential severity. The education they received in nursing school does not seem adequate, recent, or relevant to the problems seen in the school setting.
As awareness of mental health problems has increased among Americans, it has become evident that the services needed for those who require them are inadequate, and that insurance coverage for mental health services is woefully inadequate. The recent economic downturn has forced many states to cut their budgets drastically, resulting in further cuts to mental health services. Former Surgeon General Dr. David Satcher made mental health one of the priorities during his administration, which ended February 11, 2002 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2000) . He recommended that health insurance cover mental health services at the same level as coverage for physical health problems. This is particularly important because nearly one in four people will be affected by a mental health disorder during their lifetime. According to the Surgeon General's 2000 report, 11% of children ages 9-17 will have a mental health problem that will affect their school performance or cause difficulties at home or in the community. Unfortunately, these problems are frequently not recognized until there is a major disruptive event, such as suicide, a violent attack, substance abuse, or involvement with the juvenile justice system. The expense in terms of direct costs and loss of productivity related to mental illness is astronomical.
It is important, therefore, to identify mental health problems early and to initiate treatment as soon as possible. Although there has been a decrease in the stigma associated with mental illness, for many there is still a sense of shame, fear of exposure, and reluctance to ask for help or seek professional treatment. School nurses have an important role in making sure each school-age child is healthy and ready to learn. Children with mental health problems are often identified only after their behavioral or emotional problems can no longer be managed in the school setting. Lengthy delays, even years, can be expected before students receive appropriate services (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2000) . In addition to emphasizing early identification and intervention, it is important to seek opportunities for prevention, but many such opportunities are missed. There appears to be a wide gap between what we know, interventions with proven results, and practice. It is time for school health professionals to be proactive and aggressive in their efforts to address the problems and to widen their knowledge of how to assess and treat the mental health concerns affecting today's youth.
The article by Janis Hootman and Gail Houck in this issue describes a program to educate school nurses about mental health interventions for school-age children. In response to the need expressed by the school nurses for more information about mental health issues, a program was designed and implemented over a year to cover information that was relevant for a wide spectrum of mental health risk factors and disorders. Participants were then challenged to develop practice improvement projects that built on the knowledge learned in this program to address an identified mental health concern in their school setting. Support in designing and implementing these practice improvement projects was given by the program faculty and included a psychiatric-mental health nurse practitioner and a clinical psychologist. Four articles in this issue describe the goals, implementation, and outcomes of the practice improvement projects developed as a part of this program. The topics range from early intervention with students exhibiting attention disorders to school absenteeism, social withdrawal, and depression. This series of articles represents how school nurses can use new knowledge to develop innovative practices to reduce the risk of mental health problems in students in their schools. Although the projects were delivered to small numbers of students, they were carefully designed and included pre and post measures to determine the effectiveness of the project. In addition, the school nurses who implemented the projects were able to develop new skills and refine the programs for future use.
As a new school year is about to begin, it is an ideal time to make the mental health needs of students a high priority. This may involve updating our knowledge level on this timely yet complex topic. Knowledge about psychiatric illnesses and their treatments has exploded in the past decade. Attitudes about mental illness are changing, albeit slowly. School nurses have an obligation to be up to date as they educate the school community about this growing problem. The article by Martha Dewey Bergren in the Information Technology section of this issue presents a listing of respected Web resources on child and adolescent mental health. A number of these Web sites are designed for professionals working in schools. These sources will assist school nurses in their search for upto-date information to use in their practice.
The challenge is before us. Let us make the effort to promote the mental health of the students we serve. Nurses can work alongside others to ensure that every child has an optimal chance for a healthy start in life. When we think about a healthy start, we often limit our focus to physical health. But as clearly articulated in the Surgeon General's Report on Mental Health, mental health is fundamental to overall health and wellbeing. And that is why we must ensure that our health system responds as readily to the needs of children's mental health as it does to their physical well-being. (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2000, p. 4) 
